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Summary 



On November 30 th to December 3 rd , the highest decision-making body of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), called the Ministerial Conference, will meet in Seattle to 
make broad policy decisions. The key issue for the trade ministers attending the meeting 
will be to decide on the structure and topics for the agenda of a new round of multilateral 
trade negotiations. The new round will begin after the Ministerial and might continue for 
three years. Countries have committed to discuss agriculture and services trade in the 
new round. Other items that have been proposed for inclusion in the new round or for 
earlier consideration include tariff reductions, concessions for developing countries, labor 
issues and the environment, and the WTO decision-making process. Major labor, 
environmental, and consumer interest groups are expected to be present in Seattle to 
argue for more consideration of workers' rights and the environment within the WTO. 
This report provides a summary background on preparations for the Ministerial and 
related issues of congressional interest. It will be updated regularly. For more from 
CRS, see the Guide to CRS Products under “Trade.” 



On November 30-December 3 rd of this year, trade ministers from the member 
countries of the World Trade Organization (WTO) will meet in Seattle to make broad 
policy decisions and establish an agenda for a new round of multilateral trade negotiations. 
Regular meetings of national representatives are required under the agreement that 
established the WTO. That agreement, reached during the Uruguay Round of multilateral 
trade negotiations (1986-1994), states that a Ministerial Conference composed of 
representatives of all members shall meet at least once every two years. The Ministerial 
Conference “shall have the authority to take decisions on all matters under any of the 
Multilateral Trade Agreements.” The Seattle Ministerial will be the third such meeting 
since the WTO went into effect on January 1, 1995. 
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Previous Ministerials 

The first Ministerial meeting was held in Singapore on December 9-13, 1996. At that 
meeting, trade ministers discussed the functioning of the WTO since it went into effect, 
implementation of the Uruguay Round agreements, and other issues. The meeting resulted 
in three working groups on topics considered “new issues”: (1) the relationship between 
trade and investment; (2) the interaction between trade and competition policy (e.g., 
antitrust policies); and (3) transparency (availability of information) in government 
procurement. Trade ministers directed that the WTO Council for Trade in Goods (which 
reports to the chief administrative body, the General Council) undertake further work on 
the simplification of trade procedures (“trade facilitation”). They also agreed to a plan of 
action to improve the capacity of least-developed countries to respond to trade 
opportunities (“capacity -building”). They recognized the International Labor Organization 
as the competent body to establish and deal with labor standards. Further, a large number 
of participants signed a declaration to reduce barriers to trade in information technology 
products. 

The second Ministerial was held in Geneva on May 18 lh and 20 th , 1998, and coincided 
with the 50 lh anniversary of the establishment of the modem multilateral trading system. 
The WTO’s precursor, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), had been 
established in 1948. At the second Ministerial, participants directed the General Council 
to prepare a work program for the WTO, with recommendations for consideration at the 
third Ministerial. The communique at the end of the Ministerial stated that the General 
Council’s recommendations could cover implementation of the Uruguay Round, the future 
agenda of talks that were mandated by the Uruguay Round agreements (the “built-in 
agenda”), future work on the basis of the Singapore program, follow-up to the program 
on least-developed countries, or any other matters. Trade ministers also directed the 
General Council to prepare a work program on global electronic commerce and report on 
the progress of the work program and any recommendations for action at the third 
Ministerial. They agreed that countries continue the practice of not imposing tariffs on 
electronic transmissions. 



Issues for the Seattle Ministerial 

When trade ministers meet in Seattle at the end of this month, the leading topic will 
be an agenda for a new round of multilateral trade negotiations. 1 The core of this agenda 
will be the so-called “built-in agenda,” which was mandated under the agreements reached 
during the Uruguay Round. The most important topics of the built-in agenda are 
agricultural trade and trade in services. The Uruguay Round agreement on agriculture 
states that talks on continuing “substantial progressive reductions in support and 
protection resulting in fundamental reform” should begin by January 1, 2000. The 
agreement on trade in services calls for negotiations on services “with a view to achieving 
a progressively higher level of liberalization” that should begin by the same date. These 
negotiations on agriculture, services, and any other topics mandated by the Uruguay 



1 For further information on the new round of negotiations, see CRS Report RL30270, The World 
Trade Organization: Future Negotiations , by Arlene Wilson. 
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Round agreements are considered the backbone of a new round of multilateral trade 
negotiations that will begin after the Ministerial. 

Although most countries recognize their obligations to address the topics of the built- 
in agenda, they are far from agreement on how these topics should be addressed. On 
agriculture, for example, the United States and other members of the Caims Group, a 
group of agricultural exporters, advocate the reduction or elimination of agricultural 
export subsidies and other assistance. In testimony before the House Agriculture 
Committee on October 20, 1999, U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) Charlene Barshefsky 
said that U.S. proposals in agriculture for the new round are (1) elimination of export 
subsidies; (2) substantial reduction of trade-distorting supports; (3) lower and bound tariff 
rates; (4) better administration of tariff-rate quotas; (5) stronger disciplines on state trading 
enterprises; (6) improved market access for least-developed WTO members; and (7) trade 
in biotechnology products based on transparent, predictable, and timely processes. 2 The 
conflict between the United States and the European Union (EU) on agriculture that 
dominated the Uruguay Round is continuing in the preparations for the Ministerial. For 
example, the United States has charged that the EU is pushing a comprehensive agenda 
for the new round to take attention away from agriculture. The United States also 
opposes the EU position on the “multifunctionality” of agriculture, which means the use 
of agriculture for rural development and other purposes aside from food production. The 
United States has a conflict with Canada over state-trading enterprises. Although Canada 
and the United States share many objectives on agricultural trade, Canada insists on 
maintaining its marketing boards, including the Wheat Board. U.S. farmers want 
disciplines on Canada’s Wheat Board and claim that the promotional efforts of the Wheat 
Board give an unfair advantage to Canadian farmers. 

Countries are far from agreement as well on how trade in services should be 
addressed in the new round. U.S. objectives mentioned by Deputy USTR Susan Esserman 
during testimony before the Senate Finance Subcommittee on Trade on October 21,1 999, 
include: (1) liberalized restrictions on a broad range of services; (2) increased participation 
in telecommunications and financial services agreements; (3) rules for new technologies; 
and (4) no discrimination against certain modes of delivering services. 

Countries disagree over whether the scope of the new round should be limited to the 
built-in agenda or expanded for more comprehensive talks, and trade ministers will address 
this question in Seattle. Developing countries argue for a more narrow agenda, saying that 
the developed countries have not yet implemented the commitments made under the 
Uruguay Round. Developing countries are insisting on time extensions to the 
commitments they made during the Uruguay Round before they agree to significant, 
additional commitments. The EU and Japan are promoting a broad agenda. The EU has 
proposed that the round include the built-in agenda items of agriculture and services, as 
well as investment, trade facilitation, competition, trade and environment, technical 
barriers to trade, and government procurement. 3 In testimony before the Senate Finance 
Committee on September 29, 1999, USTR Barshefsky said that, “The core of the Round 
should address market access concerns,” and the round’s agenda should be 



2 For further information on agriculture in the new round, see CRS Report 98-254, Agriculture in 
the Next Round of Multilateral Trade Negotiations, by Charles E. Hanrahan. 

3 For EU policies on the new round, see [http://europa.eu.int/comm/dg01/dglnewround.htm]. 
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“complemented and balanced by a forward work-program” to address areas where 
consensus does not yet exist. In other words, the United States does not support the 
broad agenda of the EU and Japan. 

Another issue related to the scope of the new round is whether countries should sign 
agreements as they are reached (“early harvest”) or wait for an overall agreement that 
includes tradeoffs among many topics (“single undertaking”). This question also is 
expected to be decided by the end of the Ministerial. 

As countries prepare for the Seattle meeting, they will face the question of whether 
or not to expand the new round to include social issues. At a conference in mid-August, 
the G-15 developing countries announced that they opposed linking social clauses, such 
as labor issues, with trade and protested attempts by developed countries to add items that 
would impede market access to developing countries. 4 The EU wants these items on the 
agenda. The United States proposes further study of most of these issues but wants a 
work program established on trade and labor. In her September 29 testimony, USTR 
Barshefsky noted that the United States already submitted a proposal in the WTO for 
establishment of a work-program to address trade issues relating to labor standards. She 
also stated that the United States will seek enhanced links between the WTO and the 
International Labor Organization through mutual observer status. 

Other topics that have been mentioned as possible items on the agenda for the new 
round include “trade facilitation” to make customs procedures simpler and more 
understandable, the three topics for the working groups that were established at the first 
Ministerial in Singapore (investment, competition, and government procurement), and the 
environment. A controversial topic is antidumping: the United States is adamant that this 
topic not be included in future negotiations, but a large number of other countries, 
including Japan, are pushing to have it added. 

Many other issues will be considered in Seattle either as part of the discussion on the 
new round or separately. One issue is special treatment for less-developed countries. On 
November 18,1 999, the Chairman of the WTO General Council circulated working papers 
for a WTO Ministerial Declaration. 5 The papers showed that WTO members concurred 
on very little, but they did agree that the principles of the new round should include 
development objectives, such as economic development and eradication of poverty, and 
special and differential treatment for developing countries. 

Another proposed topic for the Seattle meeting is market access for non-agricultural 
products. Sectoral negotiations began as the Early Voluntary Sectoral Liberalization 
program under the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, and talks on eight 
of those sectors moved to the WTO as the Accelerated Tariff Liberalization (ATL). 6 The 



4 Washington Trade Daily. August 19 and 20, 1999. 

5 Earlier draft texts for the Declaration were released on October 7 and on October 19, 1999. 

6 The eight sectors being considered under the Accelerated Tariff Liberalization (ATL) initiative 
are: chemicals, energy equipment, environmental goods, fish and fishery products, forest products, 
gems and jewelry, medical equipment and instruments, and toys. See CRS Report RL30286, Asia 

(continued...) 




